KABLOONA
a looking-glass while he peered round to see in it the reflection
of his bottom.
When the child forgot himself on the caribou skin his mother
put out a casual hand and scooped the brine off the couch. The
hand of the Eskimo is always busy, and it serves him in a
thousand ways: for example, to pick the nose and then carefully
place the catch in the mouth — a detail for which I beg to be
excused, but nothing is more typically Eskimo than this. It is
with her hand that Unarnak trims the wick of the seal-oil lamp;
and when she has finished she sucks the oil from her fingers, or
else wipes her fingers in her hair — though the latter means a
less thorough job. I have never yearned to find myself lord of a
harem of native mistresses; but the sight of Unarnak would
deprive any white man of the temptation to make her dis-
honourable proposals.
At the other end of the iglerk Utak's mother, Niakognaluk,
sat in her habitual seat. Squatting beside the completely shape-
less old woman was a yellow bitch with flopping ears, rendered
equally shapeless by the fact that she was heavy with a coming
litter. The old woman sat all day long scraping skins — a task
that never ends in the life of the Eskimo, for weather, snow, and
water are constantly soaking and hardening the clothes he
wears and the skins he lies on, and it is only by this process of
continual scraping that the hides can be softened again and
made wearable and usable.
Niakognaluk is the only completely bald woman I have ever
seen. She sat in her corner wearing an old woollen bonnet,
dressed in hides so worn that all fur and hair was long gone out
of them and they were as black and shiny as a blacksmith's
leather apron. Bowed over the lamp, working with misshapen
hands, her feet folded beneath her, she scraped and scraped;
and as she worked tirelessly on she would murmur words which
for all I knew might have been addressed to the lamp, to the
dogs to herself. When a skin was finished she flung it against the
igloo wall with an air of weariness and indifference and got up
to get another, holding up her caribou trousers with both hands
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